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Breadbasket, Inc., a food-processing company, had a number of
small, widely separated plants, mostly in rural areas. As the com-
pany grew, some executives felt that it would be more efficient, in
the long run, to gradually replace these plants with a smaller number
of larger plants located closer to its major markets, which were in
the big metropolitan areas. The opposing view was that the com-
pany knew how to manage small plants and did not really know if it
could handle larger ones as effectively.

Eventually the *‘larger plant’ advocates won out, and Fred
Callahan, who had been their most ardent spokesman, was ap-
pointed vice president for manufacturing. He was authorized to
build a new plant near a major Midwestern city. Although this plant
was not to be as large as he had wished, it would be almost triple
the size of any of the company’s other plants. Further, it could
serve as a test for possible ‘‘superplants’’ in the future. From an en-
gineering standpoint, the plant he built was regarded by the industry
as one of the most advanced of its type and size at that time.

Because many processes that required skilled or semiskilled la-
bor in the smaller plants were automated, this plant could be staffed
largely with unskilled labor, which was abundant in the area. To fill
the few skilled jobs in the plant, as well as the professional, super-
visory, and managerial jobs, about two dozen of the company’s best
workers were transferred in from various smaller plants.

CONFRONTATION WITH THE PLANT MANAGER

Trouble began even before the plant was scheduled to go ‘‘on
stream.”’ Morris Blake, the plant manager and an experienced man
who had earned a good reputation by running what had previously
been the company’s largest plant, asked for a sixty-day deferral of
the planned start-up date. He cited various factors: the inexperience
of the majority of employees, everyone’s unfamiliarity with the au-
tomated equipment, and the fact that the entire team had not yet
settled into a smooth working tempo. Callahan felt that the plant
manager was simply being overcautious and demanded that the orig-
inal plan be followed. Shortly thereafter Blake reported that the re-
sults of the test run had been disappointing, that the employees still
lacked an adequate understanding of the equipment, and that the




equipment itself was not yet functioning properly. Once again he
asked for more time.

Callahan felt that the company’s enormous expenditure on the
new plant had been made partly on the basis of its faith in his judg-
ment, and that it was necessary for him to vindicate that faith com-
pletely. He knew that the advocates of the **small plant™ approach,
who had been predicting failure for the new plant, would seize upon
any reports of difficulties as “‘proof’” that they had been right all
along. He also feared that even if the new plant eventually proved
to be a success, exaggerated stories of its difficulties might make
management reluctant to authorize the superplants he felt the com-
pany would need in the future.

For Callahan, therefore, the question of going *“‘on stream on
schedule™” assumed considerably larger proportions than it did for
Blake, who was preoccupied with practical details and with obsta-
cles to starting the plant. Two days after receiving the second re-
quest for a delay, Callahan abruptly fired Blake.

GOING ON STREAM ON TIME

Callahan fired Blake for several reasons, and as is true of many de-
cisions made “‘in the heat of battle,” not all of these reasons were
logical. Callahan felt that it was imperative that the new plant be put
in the hands of someone who had full faith in its potential, and who
was self-confident as well. In his view, Blake's trepidations were
based more on a lack of self-confidence than on deficiencies in .the
new plant itself. Second, he wanted to signal clearly to the managers
and staff of the new plant that he was determined to continue on
schedule, and that the fainthearted or uncertain would not be al-
lowed to hold the plant back. But his decision was also the result of
exasperation with a man who seemed to see nothing but problems
and report nothing but bad news.

The assistant plant manager, Arnold Grozier, suddenly found
himself promoted to plant manager. Blake, outraged and upset by
what he considered brutal treatment, stormed out of the office. Al-
though the two men were friendly, it was nearly a week before Gro-
zier could get his former boss to answer the telephone and reply to
some questions about the status of certain projects. Callahan's in-
structions to Grozier had been brief, emotional, and largely unprint-
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able; the essence of them was to **Get this ___ plant going in two
weeks and don’t give me any more ___ excuses.”’

Grozier had been generally aware of his predecessor’s con-
cerns, although he had been largely involved with the processing
equipment and lacked a detailed knowledge of the other aspects of
plant operations. Nonetheless, he was ambitious and recognized
that he had a golden opportunity to distinguish himself. So he set to
work with the full intention of carrying out Callahan’s order. How-
ever, the more he learned about the problems he had not previously
concentrated on—especially transportation, training of new employ-
ees, and relations with labor unions—the more he began to feel that
the plant was not ready to operate at more than a fraction of its
rated potential.

His doubts deepened after he was finally able to speak to
Blake, even allowing for some exaggeration on the latter’s part.
Shortly afterward, his personnel manager advised him that they
were having trouble keeping the plant adequately manned, due to
rising absenteeism and the fact that some new employees simply
failed to show up after the first few days. The personnel manager,
who came from a plant in a rural area where such problems were
almost nonexistent, was somewhat at a loss to explain the problem
or to suggest what might be done to alleviate it.

At this point, Grozier felt he had to give Callahan his appraisal
of the situation. He telephoned him and said that if the plant started
on schedule, it would be unrealistic to expect it to meet more than
50 percent of its planned starting production rates for several weeks.
He did not suggest that the starting date be postponed, although
Callahan quickly accused him of trying to manipulate him into
agreeing to that. Grozier, feeling that Callahan was overwrought,
tried to change the subject by turning his attention to the problems
of absenteeism and turnover. But Callahan, fearing that Grozier was
becoming afflicted with the same tendency to accentuate the nega-
tive that was, in his view, the principal handicap of his predecessor,
would have none of it. *‘Get this straight,”” he interjected. *‘I don’t
want to hear about any more problems! I only want to hear about
solutions!”” After a moment’s hesitation, Grozier murmured his
agreement and hung up the phone.



THE RESULTS

Production began on schedule, but quickly ran into severe quality
problems. Bacteria counts were unacceptably high, and large
batches of finished shipments were misaddressed. Grozier installed
a camp bed in his office and exhorted his key managers to do like-
wise, working frantically and with too little sleep to cope with the
welter of problems that arose. Absenteeism, still undiagnosed ex-
cept for the personnel manager’s vague feeling that the local labor
force “‘didn’t have the right attitude,” became worse. On one oc-
casion it was necessary to shut down for an entire shift because too
few workers had shown up to permit operations to continue safely.
Wholesalers in the area began demanding that their orders be filled
from the smaller, more distant plants.

- During this period Grozier volunteered no information to Cal-
lahan, filing only routine reports. When these reports began to in-
dicate serious shortfalls in production, Grozier commented only that
“appropriate action is being taken to correct this."" In actual prac-
tice, *‘appropriate action’’ meant more sleepless nights for Grozier
and his staff. Increasingly they operated the equipment themselves
to fill in for absent or ill-trained workers. Two of the managers be-
came ill, and one had to be hospitalized. Finally, a surprise audit by
the company’s accounting firm revealed the seriousness of the situ-
ation. When this was reported to Martin A. White, the company’s
president, he promptly paid a personal visit to the plant, together
with Callahan. To Callahan’s intense chagrin, White demanded a se-
vere cutback of production and a complete review of the production
plans. Callahan was not only the most disappointed executive in the
company, but also, ironically, the most surprised. For three months
he had been convinced that the plant was going to fulfill his expec-
tations because Grozier, true to his word, had not been telling him
about its problems.




